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Many Spanish-speaking adult immigrants in the United States face an immediate need to 
learn English, but also suffer from a lack of formal education as many did not complete middle 
school or high school. These learners need a curriculum that is tailored specifically to their 
needs. This project provides a communicative curriculum for teaching English and Spanish 
literacy, English speaking and listening skills, basic classroom skills utilizing native language 
instruction when helpful using learning strategies and authentic materials that are appropriate for 
adults. It also addresses sociocultural and sociopolitical concerns of this population and utilizes 





































Statement of the Problem 
As non-English speakers continue to immigrate to the US, there is a growing need for 
English classes and other services for these newcomers. While the nation as a whole has 
experienced an increase in immigration, the number of foreign-born residents in California is 
particularly high. Subsequently, California has the most diverse population in the country. In 
California, adult education programs served 598,486 students in 2010-2011, 57% of whom were 
English language learners (ELLs). California is home to one-third of the non-English speaking 
population in the US (Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems [CASAS], 2012) and 
27.8% of the country’s Latino/a population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). 
The US and California has recently experienced higher numbers of Latino/a immigrants 
compared to other ethnic groups. More than 65% of adult learners enrolled in Title II-funded 
classes in California in 2011-2012 were Latino/as (CASAS, 2012). Currently, most immigrants 
with limited English proficiency come from Mexico, speak Spanish, and have less than a high 
school level education (Martinez & Wang, n. d.). In addition to Mexico, conditions in other 
Central and South American Spanish-speaking countries continue to be economically and 
politically unstable. This trend is expected to continue and will require curricular infrastructure 
in place to support this population. While children learn languages relatively quickly and 
intuitively, adults tend to experience more difficulty, highlighting the need for more adult 
education. 
Many immigrants new to the US will require English language skills in order to complete 
everyday tasks like paying bills, participating in their children’s education, pursuing educational 




Census data from 2005, people who spoke a language other than English at home were less 
likely to be employed and often had lower earnings than their peers who spoke English as their 
first language (US Census Bureau, 2005). Other studies indicate while 61% of Spanish speakers 
are living on salaries below the poverty line, only 39% of non-Spanish speakers are doing the 
same (Wrigley, Chen, White, & Soroui, 2009). Though there are other factors that impact 
immigrants’ ability to find jobs and obtain higher salaries, including cultural and racial bias, low 
education and employer fears about dealing with employees whose immigration status is unclear, 
English language proficiency is a significant factor. 
Furthermore, many have limited or interrupted formal schooling in their L1 due to factors 
such as war, corruption, poverty, distance from school and transportation, and cultural norms in 
their country of origin. Many arrive in the US semi-literate or non-literate in their L1 and require 
literacy instruction as well as English language instruction. Many new Latino/a immigrants 
experience difficulty achieving literacy in the US because of immigration laws, economic 
hardship, family responsibilities and long waitlists for classes which can all act as deterrents to 
continuing their education (National Institute for Literacy, 2010). 
While most Spanish-speaking ELLs report high speaking and listening competence, only 
6% are proficient in English (Wrigley et al., 2009). The need is not limited to supporting this 
population to gain English proficiency. To illustrate, 50% of immigrants who are also ELLs have 
nine or fewer years of education in their native language, and only 32% of those participating in 
English as a second language (ESL) programs are literate in their first language (Bigelow & 
Vinogradov, 2011). These statistics, among others, demonstrate the need for literacy instruction 




There are other factors to consider when designing materials for a Spanish-speaking 
immigrant population with limited English proficiency in the US. Burt, Peyton, and Adams 
(2003) note the need to consider learners’ ages, motivation to learn, living and working 
environments, classroom environment, sociocultural backgrounds and socioeconomic status. In 
addition, Vinogradov (2001) suggests that ESL instructors take into account heritage language 
literacy, age, prior trauma, family demands, cultural and individual beliefs, and sociopolitical 
concerns. She also stresses that focusing only on survival English can reinforce hierarchical 
relations by limiting students’ creativity in using language and stifling critical thinking skills, 
noting the importance of teaching other skills as well. 
It is also imperative to remember the specific challenges Spanish-speaking immigrants 
encounter when learning an L2. These challenges can be practical in nature, such as finding 
childcare while taking English classes. Many of these challenges, however, are cultural and 
linguistic in nature. For example, Mazan (2012) found that some Puerto Ricans viewed English 
as a threat to their cultural identity. At the very least, one’s relationship and competency with 
English can change how one is seen by peers. English, because of its status as an unofficial 
lingua franca, has prestigious status. However, it is sometimes seen as an outsider’s language. 
Overcoming barriers like these are key in engaging learners and promoting intrinsic motivation. 
By taking all of this into consideration when designing materials, ESL instructors are 
taking a very thorough approach and using all available information to ensure student success. It 
is hoped that this approach will give learners the skills they need to “integrate” rather than 
“adapt” to their new culture. Though curriculum is important, we should also remember that 
placement and intake procedures are equally vital. National Institute for Literacy (2010) states, 
To offer an effective instructional program for non-print-literate adults, evaluation and 




languages known, language dominance (which language is used most often at home and 
in social situations), and learners’ use of English (e.g., in church, at work, with children’s 
teachers). (p. 12) 
 
Given the nature of the challenges new Spanish-speaking immigrants encounter in learning 
English, there is a need for specifically designed curricula for Spanish-speakers with limited 
formal education. 
Purpose of the Project 
This project aims to address some of the above-described challenges with an English 
curriculum specifically designed for Spanish-speakers with limited formal education. This 
curriculum will be literacy-focused and also include exercises in speaking and listening 
comprehension as these are equally important for new immigrants. Because four times as many 
native Spanish speakers did not complete high school compared to non-Spanish speakers 
(Wrigley et al., 2009), this population is especially impacted by a lack of literacy and educational 
opportunities. This project aims to better serve non-literate and semi-literate Spanish speakers 
learning English through a curriculum that addresses five key needs: 
1. Bilingual instruction and literacy; 
2. Use of culturally appropriate and authentic instructional materials; 
3. Sociocultural and sociopolitical concerns; 
4. Use of learning strategies and communicative language teaching; and 
5. Basic classroom skills instruction. 
This project will also take into account the skills that this population already possesses, 
including prior knowledge and life experience. Many ELLs with limited literacy are skilled oral 




lives (National Institute for Literacy, 2010). These strengths, among others, should not be 
overlooked when designing curricula. 
The goal of this project is not only to support low-literate adults gain English proficiency 
but also to provide materials for teachers who are seldom trained to use teaching methods for this 
population (Perry & Hart, 2012). Many are forced to adapt curricula for literate students or more 
advanced students when classes contain students at various levels of proficiency, but there are 
noteworthy differences in the needs of those who have even a small amount of print literacy from 
those who have none (National Institute for Literacy, 2010). Non-literate and semi-literate 
students benefit from a curriculum designed specifically for them. 
Theoretical Framework 
This project is based on three specific theories of second language acquisition: 1) 
Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition, 2) contrastive analysis, 3) and communicative 
language teaching (CLT). While there are many other components to this project, these three 
form the main framework that supports the goals of this curriculum. According to Krashen, 
language acquisition requires meaningful interaction in the L2 in which learners are concerned 
not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and 
understanding. Contrastive analysis (CA) is the systematic study of a pair of languages with the 
goal of identifying their structural similarities and differences. CLT is an approach to language 
teaching that accentuates interaction as the means and the ultimate goal of study. 
There are five hypotheses which together comprise Krashen’s theory of second language 
acquisition. The five hypotheses include acquisition learning hypothesis, monitor hypothesis, 
natural order hypothesis, input hypothesis, and affective filter hypothesis. Most relevant to this 




order hypothesis claims that learners acquire language rules in a set order. This means that with 
low deviation, learners from all language backgrounds will acquire certain aspects of an L2 more 
easily than others (Brown, 2007). Dulay and Burt explored this phenomenon in their study of 
morpheme acquisition among children with several different native languages who were learning 
English as a second language. They concluded that children learned skills in a natural order, and 
the present progressive tense was the first acquired (as cited in Brown, 2007). 
The input hypothesis is a central part of Krashen’s theory and claims that learners must 
receive input that is comprehensible and just beyond their current level of competence. This “i + 
1” hypothesis ensures that learners understand most of what they hear, but are also challenged at 
the same time (Brown, 2007). Krashen naturally has many critics that have questioned the notion 
of i + 1 and how “i” should be defined for each individual learner. Also controversial is his 
notion of a “silent period” that suggests that speech will emerge naturally when learners are 
ready. Krashen, however, was also a supporter of the bilingual classroom, as his overall focus is 
not necessarily on the language but on making the subject comprehensible (Hanak-Hammerl & 
Newby, 2003). 
The affective filter hypothesis states that language is acquired most easily when anxiety 
is low and confidence is high. This low affective filter allows the learner to take chances with 
language and try new things. The learner is not self-conscious nor are they unengaged. This 
enables them to relax and perform at a higher level (Brown, 2007). This absence of fear and 
worry creates a safe zone of sorts, where learners can feel comfortable coming to class. If 
students’ fear is greater than their desire to learn, they will be unsuccessful in language learning. 
By comparing the native language and the target language, teachers and researchers were 




elements would be learned fairly easily, which is the backbone of contrastive analysis (CA). 
Subsequently, teachers are able to spend more time focusing on those concepts and less time on 
those areas that are similar to the native language and therefore more easily understood. CA has 
morphed into the notion of cross-linguistic influence, which is similar to the weak version of CA 
that maintains that the influence of the L1 cannot be overlooked (Brown, 2007). Though CA is 
not perfect because sometimes similarities in languages can cause the most difficulty, ESL 
instructors can conclude that there are components of English that will be more difficult for 
native Spanish speakers and we can take steps to address these potential areas of difficulty. 
The final approach to influence this project is communicative language teaching (CLT). 
The communicative approach is built on theories focused on the pragmatic, authentic use of 
language and the use of language for meaningful purposes in the classroom. CLT is focused on 
building communicative competence and grammar is usually not the main focus. Instead, real 
language that accomplishes a purpose is encouraged among learners and also modeled in the 
classroom by either the teacher or through the use of multimedia aides. Both fluency and 
accuracy are important, but fluency in communication is highly encouraged and at times 
accuracy is secondary. This approach maintains that students must use the language in order to 
master it, and should do so in a variety of contexts, including impromptu, unrehearsed situations. 
Because authentic language is imperative in CLT, authentic materials are of especially 
high value. This can present a challenge for teachers who are less familiar with the target 
language themselves or have more difficulty with unscripted conversations and activities. In the 
case of this project, its very nature requires teachers to have at least an intermediate knowledge 




many teachers is that real language can be presented in many different ways including in reading, 
audio and movies or TV shows. 
In addition to these approaches, a large amount of activities in this curriculum will draw 
influence from the Whole Language Approach and the Language Experience Approach (LEA). 
These integrate a large amount of student-generated texts and incorporate personal experiences 
into the learning process. LEA is particularly useful for beginning and low-literate adult learners 
because it provides reading material that is comprehensible, but also interesting to the learner. 
This comes in response to many reading materials for low-literate learners are written in 
simplified English that is too juvenile for adult learners and is not authentic (Taylor, 1992). 
Significance of the Project 
This project is significant because Spanish-speaking non-literate and semi-literate ELLs 
lack many curricula appropriate to their needs. These learners require not only culturally 
appropriate instruction but also need to learn basic literacy strategies. ELLs who were taught 
foundational literacy skills acquire language more quickly than others, according to Ardila and 
Moreno (as cited in National Institute for Literacy, 2010). In light of the high number of Spanish-
speaking immigrants living in California and having limited literacy skills, this project has 
particular relevance in California. 
This population requires instruction specific to their needs in order to benefit progress 
quicker in their English language ability proficiency and can also benefit from relatable content 
specific to their own lives and culture. Unfortunately, non-literate and semi-literate students have 
been shown to drop out of classes more frequently than their literate classmates, many times due 
to irrelevant materials among other factors (National Institute for Literacy, 2010). This highlights 




curriculum that can fill this need, as there are not many population-specific curricula that are 
currently utilized in the ESL classroom. 
Definition of Terms 
Cognates: Holmes and Guerra Ramos (1995) characterize cognates as vocabulary items in two 
different languages that are similar both orthographically and semantically (as cited in August, 
Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005). 
Communicative competence: The cluster of abilities that enable humans to convey and interpret 
messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally within specific contexts (Brown, 2007). 
Communicative language teaching (CLT): An approach to language teaching methodology that 
emphasizes authenticity, interaction, student-centered learning, task-based activities, and 
communication for real-world, meaningful purposes (Brown, 2007). 
Intrinsic motivation: Choices made and effort expended on activities for which there is no 
apparent reward except the activity itself (Brown, 2007). 
Low-literate: Learners who cannot read or write in their first language but who currently read 
and write Roman alphabets and are in the process of practicing how to combine them to read and 
write English words (Park, 2015). 
Non-literate: Learners have no access to literacy instruction. Learners from a culture and 
language with print literacy but who have not yet become print-literate (National Institute for 
Literacy, 2010). 
Read-alouds: Sections of text read out loud in class, used to review and reinforce vocabulary 




Semi-literate: Learners have limited access to literacy instruction. Learners understand that print 









REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
Introduction 
While there has been an abundance of second language acquisition research completed on 
highly educated adult learners, less has been done on less educated and low-literate learners. It is 
also true that much literacy research has been done on monolingual non-literate adults but less 
has been conducted on English language learners or other emerging bilingual learners. Tarone 
(2010) recognizes this and advocates more research. She also notes non-literate ELLs process 
oral language in a different way than literate ELLs, emphasizing the need for additional studies 
on this population to determine the most effective methods of instruction. 
Nevertheless, research encompassing the two groups is limited. For example, Larrotta 
and Serrano (2012) studied the impact of a pen-pal program on the language development of 
low-literate ELLs. Others have published a comprehensive review of effective instruction 
methods for ELLs who are literacy-level students (Condelli, Wrigley & Yoon, 2002), finding 
that students improved faster when the teacher used their first language as an aid and used 
culturally relevant, authentic material, among other things. Ewert (2014) also notes the 
importance of use of content learning strategies for adult ELLs. Other studies call attention to the 
shifting demographics in the US, which highlights the need for more resources for immigrant 
families (Center for American Progress Immigration Team, 2014). In the US, there has been a 
31.2% increase in our foreign-born population between 2000 and 2012. This population now 
exceeds 40.7 million. Additionally, Latino/as increased by 43% from 2000 to 2010 and 28% of 
the foreign-born population came from Mexico in 2012 (Center for American Progress 




language, needs and literacy background, I have identified a set of focal points around which to 
base this project. In the following section, I present research relevant to five major themes: 1) 
bilingual instruction and literacy; 2) use of culturally appropriate and authentic instruction 
materials; 3) sociocultural and sociopolitical concerns; 4) use of learning strategies and 
communicative language teaching; and 5) basic classroom skills instruction. 
Bilingual Instruction and Literacy 
There is a growing body of research that suggests that some instruction in one’s native 
language can be beneficial for ELLs with limited formal education. This is not to advocate direct 
translation theories of language acquisition such as the Grammar translation method, which 
relies completely on the student’s native language and does not encourage authentic 
communication. Instead, a more integrated approach is considered when speaking of native 
language instruction. 
A few reasons for the use of native language are highlighted in research in recent years, 
including anxiety reduction and lowering of dropout rates (Lukes, 2011), the importance of 
valuing one’s native language and the effect of doing so on self-esteem, classroom performance 
and motivation to learn (Ingersoll, 2001; National Institute for Literacy, 2010), the success of 
native language as an instructional aid (Condelli, Wrigley, & Yoon, 2002, Ingersoll, 2001), and 
indication that adult immigrant ELLs with limited prior schooling are least likely to be successful 
in traditional ESL classes (Lukes, 2011, National Institute for Literacy, 2010). 
Because I am focusing on such a specific population, I feel that it would be best to tailor 
the project to them in every way, including the use of Spanish in the classroom when helpful. 
Many effective teaching strategies incorporate students’ native language and culture into the 




(Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011). Some use of Spanish will be especially useful for non-literate 
learners who struggle with basic concepts in their own language, such as writing mechanics and 
associating phonemes with letters. Arshad, Abdolrahimpour, & Najafi’s (2015) study found that 
the use of the L1 as a consciousness-raising tool was particularly effective with beginning 
learners. Ingersoll (2001) noted that the opportunity to ask questions in one’s native language is 
particularly important, and that students who first learn to read in Spanish may see more positive 
results in English spelling. Though their study took place among preschoolers, other researchers 
explored the use of bilingual methods and the effects of Spanish and English instruction on 
vocabulary development. They found that the group that received bilingual instruction 
outperformed the group receiving only English instruction by a significant degree (Mendez, 
Crais, Castro & Kainz, 2015). 
Other researchers have argued for the inclusion of native language instruction in the ESL 
classroom based on sociolinguistic positions and more recent second language acquisition 
research. Lee highlights Tian’s 2009 study, which concluded that teachers using code-switching 
methods were more effective than English-only methods and Lee’s 2010 study which produced 
similar findings among college-age EFL students and middle school EFL learners. Cook (2010) 
has long argued that use of the L1 in the classroom is pedagogically effective and plays an 
important role in language learning. 
On a more practical note, practitioners like Gardner (2014) have frequently use bilingual 
methods and even translation in the classroom and strongly believe in the positive results that 
they see in their students. Gardner teaches non-literate to semi-literate Spanish-speaking students 




speak Spanish in the classroom anyway (it is, in fact, unavoidable) and that in many cases code-
switching can represent an advanced knowledge of grammar rules. 
That said, there is still much research to be done in this area, particularly on the effect of 
use of L1 in the classroom on beginning literacy students. The research suggests a turn from 
traditionally accepted methods to a new bilingual approach, but we should proceed with caution. 
We should opt for a more integrated approach where we borrow from multiple theories of second 
language acquisition in order to craft the best learning experience for our target population.  
In addition to the use of Spanish as an aid to instruction, other studies show positive 
results of teaching reading in the native language and English at the same time. Slavin and 
Cheung (2003) concluded that bilingual strategies had a positive outcome among K-12 students 
in their synthesis of effective reading programs for ELLs. Others found gains in basic reading 
comprehension when students’ native language was used in the classroom (Condelli et al., 2002). 
Additionally, a brief from the National Institute for Literacy recognizes other studies that 
concluded learners who acquired some amount of literacy in their native tongue had more 
success learning English literacy. It also notes the effects of literacy on language processing and 
other cognitive skills like recognizing two-dimensional objects, suggesting that low-literate 
students learn in a much different way than their literate counterparts (National Institute for 
Literacy, 2010). This research, like most literacy research, was performed on monolingual 
subjects, but the implications are compelling for ELLs as well. 
 Use of Culturally Appropriate and Authentic Instruction Materials 
There are many arguments in favor of non-literate and semi-literate learners receiving 
separate instruction from literate students, one of which is that the materials should be suited to 




materials, low-literate learners may receive an even greater benefit. Bell and Burnaby found that 
learners acquiring basic literacy skills find it easier to read text that resembles real speech (as 
cited in National Institute for Literacy, 2010). In fact, when materials were relevant and had 
connections to the real world beyond the classroom, students experienced more growth (Condelli 
et al., 2002). For this reason, I plan to incorporate authentic materials including books, photos, 
media, and artifacts in an attempt to not only engage students’ curiosity, but create an 
environment that is familiar and comfortable. 
Culturally appropriate materials can be just as important as authentic materials. As the 
National Institute for Literacy (2010) explained, “Literacy instruction for those who are non-
print literate should be part of a larger vision in which learners’ lives, oral culture, and other 
skills and knowledge are all part of the curriculum and classroom” (p. 14). This same report 
maintains that better results are produced when students are able to learn in culturally familiar 
ways. One factor that contributes to high dropout rates in English classes among new immigrants 
is the feeling that the classroom is an unfamiliar and alien place and that one’s own culture is 
ignored or discredited. Using materials that celebrate the native culture can produce positive 
learning outcomes in many ways, seen in both immediate results and long-term gains. 
Sociocultural and Sociopolitical Concerns 
ELLs who are native Spanish-speakers and immigrants to the US are certainly unique in 
their backgrounds and culture compared to other learners around the globe. They bring with 
them strengths and challenges alike. The Center for Applied Linguistics (2008) addresses some 
of these challenges, identified as age, trauma, family demands, and cultural and individual 
beliefs. Incorporating responses to the realities that this population faces when approaching 




Age can affect both self-confidence and motivation, as many students assume they are 
too old to learn anything new. Victims of trauma, on the other hand, may face confidence and 
motivation issues for entirely different reasons. As many immigrants have experienced some 
form of trauma in their past, be it physical or mental, being a teacher that understands this can 
play a large role in a student’s success. 
Some challenges are practical, such as finding childcare while taking English classes, 
which proves to be a real obstacle when 62% of U.S. households that speak English at a low 
level also have children (Martinez & Wang, 2005). Family demands can be a huge barrier to 
acquiring literacy and English skills. Many parents must balance work and family with little time 
left to attend classes and do homework. However, there are many excellent responses to these 
perceived problems including not assigning many take-home projects, allowing children to 
attend classes with their parents, and offering optional activities that incorporate family members 
such as reading together at home. 
Many other challenges are cultural and linguistic in nature. For example, Mazan (2012) 
found that some Puerto Ricans viewed English as a threat to their cultural identity. At the very 
least, one’s relationship and competency with English can change how one is seen by their peers. 
While English usually enjoys association with high status, it is sometimes seen as an outsider’s 
language. Overcoming barriers like these are key in engaging learners and promoting intrinsic 
motivation. 
Attitudes and beliefs that one brings to the classroom are unavoidable, but could impact 
language learning nonetheless. Many students may not feel as though they have a use for L1 
literacy, for example, and might prefer to focus only on L2 learning. Others might have a 




communicative learning styles as they might be used to a more traditional learning style. 
Creating an environment where discussion and experimentation are encouraged can open doors 
and provide avenues for growth. 
Use of Learning Strategies and CLT 
The research provides us with a wealth of information on successful learning strategies 
for non-literate ELLs and even Spanish-speakers in particular. We see additional support for 
native language instruction in August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow’s (2005) review of the research 
on the role of vocabulary development for ELLs. The authors suggest taking advantage of 
students’ L1 and providing instruction on identifying cognates. Other strategies these researchers 
recommend include ensuring that basic vocabulary is taught and incorporating review and 
practice through read-alouds. Other recommendations come from the National Institute for 
Literacy which include a combination of explicit and implicit instruction, use of multimedia, 
using clues in a text to determine meaning, and use of synonyms to determine meaning, similar 
to using cognates. 
The National Institute for Literacy (2005) recommended strategies for reading 
comprehension, fluency, and alphabetics in addition to vocabulary development. Reading 
strategies are borrowed from research on K-12 learners, but include asking and answering 
questions, creating summaries, working in groups or pairs, and using graphic organizers. 
Focusing on a few specific skills is recommended for learning alphabetics. 
Others advocate for a communicative and content-driven approach. Many support 
focusing on fluency before accuracy in literacy acquisition, as it’s important to encourage 
students to participate without fear of correction. This can be achieved through repeated reading 




member has a specific role to complete a larger group task. Collaboration like this is helpful as a 
motivating factor for students to come to class prepared, but also as a valuable tool for students 
who come to class late or who were absent who can then partner with another student who can 
offer help (Ewert, 2014). It is also useful in anxiety reduction as less confident students can learn 
from more extroverted students who might practice sounding out words aloud and receive 
feedback from the teacher (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2008). This author also supported the 
use of engaging texts that learners will frequently consult until they fully understand the content. 
This process of developing theories and proving or disproving them through group discussion 
and textual analysis is stimulating and provides learners plenty of opportunities to think 
creatively (Ewert, 2014). 
While the above practical strategies are vital, the National Institute for Literacy (2010) 
also noted in their literacy report that direct instruction in metalinguistic awareness is also 
helpful for developing literacy. Many non-literate ELLs are not used to talking about language in 
these terms and this will need to be taught. Beyond this, structuring lessons based on learners’ 
interests can harness students’ motivation to learn. Another thing we can activate is students’ 
prior knowledge and experiences, using materials that are familiar to them. In this case, this 
might be a book written by a Latino/a author or graphics that depict some element of Latino 
culture. Some have referred to this as “schema activation” (Burt, Peyton, & Adams, 2003, p. 27). 
Finally, dropout rates are significantly lower when students’ family members are involved in 
their education. Families can be a huge source of encouragement and help, and activities can be 






Basic Classroom Skills Instruction 
In contrast to ELLs who have grown up in school, ELLs with little formal education need 
extra practice with foundational concepts and basic classroom skills. Creating a space where 
students can learn among peers at their same level and not feel embarrassed by their perceived 
lack of ability is key. Students who have little to no prior classroom experience will need to learn 
left to right reading, how to hold a pencil, tracing, and how to associate meaning with pictures. 
They also may be unfamiliar with working with others and listening to a teacher for a long 
period of time (Burt et al., 2003). Because many classroom activities will deal with pictures, 
understanding this first is necessary as research tells us that non-literate adults don’t always 
associate pictures with real things (National Institute for Literacy, 2010). 
Further, dealing with two-dimensional information v.s. three-dimensional information 
can be difficult, and things that may seem commonplace to literate students will need to be 
taught including rules regarding punctuation, orientation of letters, and spaces between words. 
Activities such as finding the beginning and the end of a sentence and looking for familiar words 
could be helpful (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2008). 
Summary 
While it is true that more research should be done on the use of L1 as an instructional aid 
and on low-literate, low-educated ELLs as a whole, we have a decently large body of research to 
consult in this area. The review of the literature began by highlighting several reasons why some 
native language instruction can be beneficial for low-literate ELLs with limited formal 
education. These reasons included anxiety reduction, the importance of honoring one’s native 




classroom, and the unique needs of learners with little prior schooling experience. Specific to 
literacy, bilingual reading programs showed positive results in a synthesis of reading programs. 
The use of authentic instruction materials was also discussed, specifically materials that 
had cultural significance to the target population. It was found that low-literate learners benefit 
greatly from materials that resemble real speech, and that immigrant learners report lower 
dropout rates when they feel that the classroom is a safe, familiar place that bares some 
resemblance to their native culture. 
The effect of age, prior trauma, family responsibilities and beliefs on one’s English 
language learning experience was also examined. All should be considered when designing 
curricula as accommodations can be made which can greatly increase effectiveness of a program 
or activity. Use of learning strategies was discussed, including strategies for developing literacy 
skills, reading comprehension, fluency, alphabetics and vocabulary. Strategies involving group 
work, collaboration and activating prior knowledge were also presented. 
Finally, it was suggested that ELLs with little formal education would require a 
curriculum that begins with instruction on basic classroom skills including holding a pencil, 
reading from left to right, tracing and writing letters, working with other students, and placement 
of punctuation and spaces. Introduction to associating meaning with pictures is especially 
important, as much of the beginning English curriculum will incorporate pictures and drawings. 
The literature addresses the needs and background of the low-educated Spanish-speaking 
immigrant population in the United States by making suggestions for a focused and specifically 
designed English language and literacy program. The literature supports a literacy-focused 
curriculum, as it is beneficial for literate and non-literate students to be in separate classes. 




basic English language skills through simultaneous L1 literacy training, carefully selected 









THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 
 
Description of the Project 
 
 This project was designed as an introductory course for Spanish-speaking ESL students 
with low-literacy levels. It is separated into six themed units. The units cover the following 
themes: 
1) Introduction to the Classroom; 
2) Feelings and Greetings;  
3) The Neighborhood; 
4) Family; 
5) Food; and 
6) Animals. 
Each unit is divided into two parts, which are designed as separate lessons. However, 
depending on the pace of the class, more or less time can be spent on each lesson.  The lessons 
are also designed to allow teachers to exercise a great deal of freedom by proceeding at a pace 
that is appropriate for their students. Therefore, the lessons function best as a guide or course 
outline.  
Unit one begins with an introduction to left to right reading, holding a pencil, uppercase 
and lowercase letters, and the alphabet. Unit two focuses on emotion vocabulary, additional 
writing practice, an introduction to sentence structure, and writing one’s name. Unit three 
continues with lessons on associating pictures with meaning, neighborhood vocabulary, 
adjectives, addresses and numbers. Unit four introduces family vocabulary, visual storytelling, 




statements, food vocabulary, and a review of visual storytelling. Finally, unit six incorporates 
creative spelling practice, role-play, questions, forming plural nouns, and animal vocabulary. 
These units have a fairly broad range of activities, including group work, individual 
work, and whole-class discussion. However, in an effort to provide structure and a reliable 
format which students can become familiar with, each class begins with a familiar introduction. 
At the beginning of each lesson, the teacher facilitates a news activity as well as a word wall 
activity. Students are also expected to write their name on the board at the beginning of each 
class for attendance purposes but also to establish classroom expectations and a formal routine. 
When students know what to expect each day, this can lower the affective filter, especially 
among learners who are new to a classroom environment. 
Development of the Project 
The inspiration for this project was born out of personal experience working with adult 
Spanish-speaking students of English and learning about the challenges they face while learning 
a second language. While volunteering with a non-profit which provided English classes, among 
other services, to new immigrants in San Rafael, California, I quickly realized that there were 
students of varied skill levels and abilities in the same classes. It became clear many students had 
grown up with little to no formal education in their home countries. These students struggled 
because it was assumed that they knew how to read and write in Spanish and, thus, possessed 
enough transferable language skills to learn English proficiently.  
Consequently, many students felt that learning English was unattainable and dropout 
rates were high throughout the semester. Because of the strategic location of these classes and 
services, all of the students enrolled in the classes were Spanish speakers, with the vast majority 




cultures and this helped me to realize that it was possible to create a curriculum with this specific 
population’s needs in mind.  
 This project was largely influenced by my experiences teaching these English classes. 
However, it was also supported by the research I conducted. Because their limited research on 
low-literate adult English language learners, I consulted a range of research, including studies on 
native Spanish speakers learning English, strategies for teaching low-literate learners and adult 
ELLs, use of native language instruction, etc. In particular, reports from the Center for Applied 
Linguistics and the National Institute for Literacy were helpful in helping me to gain a more 
expansive understanding of the ancillary issues associated with the topic of my project. Lessons 
were developed based on this research and also several theories of language acquisition. 
Additionally, six focal points were identified based on the specific needs and culture of this 
population, which are addressed in chapter two. 
The Project 













This project addresses the need for a curriculum specifically designed for non-literate or 
low-literate Spanish-speaking adults learning English who have little formal education in their 
first language. For decades, the US has experienced a large influx of native Spanish speakers, 
many of whom tend to settle in close geographic proximity to each other. These newcomers have 
high motivation and need to speak English in order to get jobs, participate civically, help their 
children with their homework, etc. Most children of immigrant families will enroll in school and 
participate in ESL programs there but many adults will need access to English literacy 
instruction as well. Because many such immigrants have had little to no schooling in their home 
countries, many have limited literacy in their first language and, therefore, struggle with literacy 
in a second language. What is more, many do not have formal classroom experience and 
encounter difficulty with basic classroom concepts. 
Currently, there are limited curricula that support this population. Many beginning ESL 
programs are not aimed at students who have basic literacy skills and assume knowledge of 
classroom skills. Many are also geared towards a broad audience. For example, in some parts of 
the country, a teacher may easily have students from no less than five different countries in the 
same class. However, in California, there is a disproportionately high Latino/a population 
compared to other states. Many will live in close proximity to each other, creating ethnic 
enclaves with a common heritage language and a common need to learn English. 
The purpose of this project was to provide a curriculum for Spanish-speaking adults with 
little prior formal schooling that teaches classroom skills, English literacy skills, English 




heritage language of these learners, this curriculum also incorporates the use of Spanish in the 
classroom when necessary. Studies have shown that it is easier to learn to read and write in a 
second language when you have at least some literacy in your first language. While it is ideal to 
start by gaining a base knowledge in L1 literacy first, if that is impractical or impossible it can 
also be beneficial to learn literacy in the L1 and L2 simultaneously. Many adult immigrants have 
little immediate motivation to learn L1 literacy when in the US, and it becomes very unlikely 
that many will pursue it when time and resources are scarce. Because of this, this curriculum 
introduces Spanish and English literacy concepts simultaneously. 
This project is significant because of the large amount of Latino/a immigrants in 
California but also because of the lack of specifically designed literacy-level curricula. It also 
aims to provide culturally relevant subject matter for this population. In hopes of curbing dropout 
rates, one goal of this project was to provide relevant and relatable material that activates prior 
knowledge and provides interesting subject matter for students. It supplements pictures with a 
large amount of realia as well. Additionally, this project has special significance because it 
attempts to create a communicative curriculum that takes into account the specific struggles that 
this population will encounter both linguistically and socially. Finally, it incorporates the use of 
Spanish in the classroom, which can still be controversial in some circles. There is a large 
amount of research, however, which finds that some amount of native language instruction can 
be helpful, especially among beginners, not just in reducing anxiety but also in improving 
reading and writing skills.  
The project accomplishes the purpose by focusing on teaching basic classroom skills, 
basic literacy skills, and incorporating proven learning strategies. It also makes accommodations 




working, actively seeking jobs, or caring for children, leaving little time for schoolwork at home. 
This curriculum respects those responsibilities and assigns little to no take-home projects. Other 
ways that this project accomplishes the purpose include using authentic, culturally relevant 
materials and incorporating the heritage language into the classroom.  
Recommendations 
 
As this material has been developed for a fairly specific population, there are several 
recommendations for the teacher. Firstly, this curriculum requires a teacher that is bilingual in 
English and Spanish or at least communicates at an intermediate to advanced level in both 
languages. The intent for many of the beginning lessons is that many activities will be introduced 
in Spanish to ensure that all students understand what is expected of them and to keep anxiety 
levels low. As the course progresses, a slow transition from more Spanish to more English can 
begin. Also, it is imperative that little direct translation takes place but that students are able to 
ask clarification questions in Spanish. Also, with a focus on both English and Spanish literacy, 
this curriculum requires the instruction of Spanish spelling and grammar, and use of contrastive 
analysis to compare the two languages and determine the best pedagogical approach.  
Secondly, this material is meant to serve as a starting point or springboard for teachers, 
and a decent level of adaptation is required. While many of the lessons can be used as-is, the 
units are designed to incorporate real people, places and things that are familiar to students and 
teachers will need to supplement the material using pictures or artifacts that are relevant to their 
students and their location. For example, the neighborhood unit requires the teacher to take 
pictures of recognizable stores or landmarks around the neighborhood where the students live or 
where the classes take place. An optional activity also requires the teacher to collect artifacts 




using his/her own family photos and the food unit where the teacher will need to bring in actual 
food items for a demonstration. This approach demands more of the teacher, but not so much as 
to create an unrealistic amount of required preparation. It is not meant to burden the teacher, nor 
should it, but it was designed to activate prior knowledge which involves the use of realia 
including real people and real places to be most effective in activating schema. 
Another unique characteristic of this material includes the use of authentic reading and 
listening materials. Traditionally, the use of authentic materials is limited with beginning learners 
as it is considered to be beyond their level of comprehension. However, research suggests that 
adult learners achieve better results when using authentic materials because many reading 
materials developed for beginners or low-literate learners are very juvenile and inappropriate for 
adults (Taylor, 2002). Adult learners therefore will benefit from real materials targeted at adults, 
even though they may be beyond their level of comprehension in English.  
The first solution to the problem of incomprehensible materials is to use texts for specific 
purposes. Because low-literate learners will not be able to comprehend even basic texts in 
English or Spanish, it is extremely difficult to find authentic materials that will meet their needs. 
However, more advanced texts can still be used for specific purposes such as identifying 
punctuation, capital letters, and specific words. Though learners will not understand all of the 
text, it is still useful as an introduction to sentence structure or left to right reading. Another 
solution is the use of Spanish texts, which can be used for specific purposes but can also be read 
aloud, allowing students to comprehend the meaning while following along on a transcript.  
For these reasons, several English and Spanish texts, including texts in both languages 




beyond the learner’s current level of comprehension. Much scaffolding is incorporated into each 
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Unit 1 Handout 1
Unit 1 Handout 1
Unit 1 Handout 2
Name:______________________  
Noticias  
Iniciaremos  la  primera  parte  del  programa  hablando  de  las  
elecciones  presidenciales  y  regionales  en  Argentina,  
Colombia,  Guatemala,  y  Haití.  Hablaremos  también  del  
huracán  Patricia,  que  golpeó  a  México  el  viernes  pasado;;  
del  descubrimiento  de  una  nueva  especie  de  tortuga  en  
Galápagos;;  y,  para  finalizar,  de  las  acciones  legales  
tomadas  por  el  futbolista  alemán  Bastian  Schweinsteiger  
contra  un  fabricante  de  Hong  Kong  que  ha  creado  un  
muñeco  nazi  parecido  a  él.  
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√ Aa Bb 
Dd Ee Ff Gg 
Chch Cc 
Pp 
Ll Ll/ll Mm Nn 
Hh /Ii/ Jj Kk 
Ññ Oo 




Yy Xx Ww Vv 
Aa Bb Cc Chch Dd 
El Alfabeto
Unit 1a Handout 4
Name:______________________
Unit 1 Handout 5
Name: __________________________












































Unit  2  Handout  2  
Name:  ____________________________  
  
Unit  2  Handout  3  
  
  
Unit  3  Handout  1  
Name:______________________________  
  
Return  Address                                       
Street  Address     
Unit  3  Handout  2  
  
  






Zip  Code     




Unit  3  Handout  2  
  
  













                                                            
Unit  3  Handout  3  





This  is  my  sister  Mary  Jane’s  birthday  party.  She’s  hitting  a  piñata  that  my  
mother  made.  My  mother  also  baked  and  decorated  the  cake.  There  she  is,  
bringing  the  meat  that’s  ready  to  cook.  My  father  is  cooking  at  the  
barbecue,  which  he  designed  and  built  himself.  My  grandfather  is  shoveling  
in  the  coals  of  mesquite  wood.  
  
Underneath  the  tree  are  some  young  teenagers,  very  much  in  love.  My  
great  uncle  is  comforting  my  young  cousin,  who  was  crying,  and  
encouraging  him  to  hit  the  piñ.  My  grandmother  is  holding  a  baby.  She  was  
always  holding  the  babies,  and  feeding  them,  and  putting  them  to  sleep.  
  
Barbacoa  para  Cumpleaños  
  
Ésta  es  la  fiesta  de  cumpleaños  de  mi  hermana  Mary  Jane.  Ella  le  pega  a  
la  piñata  que  le  hizo  y  decoró  mi  mamá.  Mi  mamá  también  hizo  y  decoró  el  
pastel.  Allí  está  ella  trayendo  la  carne  lista  para  cocinarse.  Mi  papá  cocina  
en  el  horno  de  barbacoa  que  diseñó  y  construyó  él  mismo.  Mi  abuelo  está  
con  una  pala  echándole  carbón  de  leña  de  mezquite.  
  
Bajo  el  árbol  están  unos  jovencitos  muy  enamorados.  Mi  tío  consuela  a  mi  
primito  que  llora,  y  lo  anima  a  que  le  pegue  a  la  piñata.  Mi  abuela  lleva  en  
brazos  a  un  bebé.  Ella  siempre  llevaba  en  brazos  a  bebés,  les  daba  de  
comer  y  los  ponía  a  dormir.  
  




Circle  the  picture  of  the  ​sister​:  
  




Circle  the  picture  of  the  ​family​:  
  
       
  
CIrcle  the  picture  of  the  ​father​:  
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Name:_______________________________  
  
¿Qué  es  la  adopción?  
  
  
Para  nosotros,  adoptar  un  ________________  significa  
abrirle  las  puertas  de  _______  casa  con  el  fin  de  
convertirlo  _________  un  miembro  más  de  la  familia,  
darle  ______________  los  cuidados  que  requiere  y,  
__________  todo,  la  atención  y  el  cariño  que  
_______________  necesita  y  merece.    
  
Antes  de  _______________,  debes  estar  perfectamente  
consciente  de  __________  cuidados  que  requiere  el  
animal  __________  elijas.  Un  perro  necesita  un  
_______________  limpio  para  dormir,  comida  adecuada,  
_________  lugar  para  hacer  __________  necesidades  
que  deberás  limpiar  a  diario,  ejercicio,  paseos  
______________,  vacunas,  atención  médica,  baños.  Un  
Unit  6  Handout  1  
_____________  necesita  un  lugar  limpio  para  dormir,  
________  arenero  que  tendrás  que  limpiar  a  diario,  un  
lugar  _____________  afilarse  las  uñas,  comida  adecuada,  
vacunas,  atención  médica.  Además  _________  todo  esto,  
los  animales  necesitan  un  periodo  para  adaptarse  a  
_________  nueva  familia  y  a  su  nueva  casa.  
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Extra Practice 
Tracing Sheets 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



